Building nursing workforce capacitystaying on course
Not long ago, a growing nursing shortage in the U.S. appeared to offer virtually unlimited employment opportunities for registered nurses. Even at the start of a gripping recession, nursing seemed to provide unparalleled job security-to some, it even seemed "recession-proof."
But the state of the U.S. economy eventually took its toll on the nursing job market. Many nurses who had previously left the workforce decided to return, while others increased their working hours, seeking to find a hedge against economic insecurity or to replace lost family income. Many health care employers, faced with an uncertain economic climate and real or potential budget cuts, have slowed or frozen hiring, some have decreased use of ancillary personnel, and some have even laid off staff. New graduate nurses, who previously might have lined up their first positions even before completing school, now often report taking several months (or more) to find their first jobs.
Of course, the economy has not reduced the need for nursing care. The population has not stopped aging. Chronic conditions still threaten the length and quality of life for growing millions of people around the world. Acutely ill patients still need competent, vigilant care from skilled, well educated RNs. And while the outcome of current health reform efforts is unknown as of this writing, any significant increase in access to health care coverage will result in a greater need for health professionals, including nurses, to provide care.
To a point, this scenario seems familiar. This is not the first time that the nursing workforce has experienced a sudden or unexpected shift. For example, an acute shortage in the late 1980s and early 1990s gave way to sharply decreased demand during a period of health care restructuring ushered in by the sudden growth of managed care. That period ended with a sudden shift into the current shortage less than a decade ago.
Previous periods of shortage spurred efforts to improve recruitment into the profession, to address causes of nursing shortages, and to increase funding for basic and advanced nursing education. These efforts often generated significant proposals for building nursing workforce capacity, improving the practice environment, enhancing the image of nursing, stabilizing compensation and benefits, and increasing the profession's overall ability to attract and retain nurses. Unfortunately, in the past, as periods of acute shortage began to dissipate, so did the sense of urgency that accompanied these recommendations. Policy-makers and opinion leaders turned their attention to other problems.
Over the past several years, a wide array of efforts have been launched to address the nursing shortage at the state and national levels. Many of these have focused on longrange approaches to nursing workforce capacity. Fortunately, the current shift in the nursing shortage does not appear to have diminished enthusiasm for these current efforts. There are a few likely reasons for this. This shift in the nursing job market is widely viewed as a product of the current recession, and thus likely to resolve when the economy recovers. In addition, health reform efforts-whatever their ultimate outcome-have helped to energize thinking about nursing's role in the health care system.
Significant progress has been made over the past several years in establishing nursing's central, indispensible role in health care quality and safety. The message has been clear that an inadequate supply of appropriately prepared nurses threatens efforts to improve health care delivery-that longterm improvements are unachievable and unsustainable without nurses. The factors that have led to predictions of a long-term shortage, including impending large-scale retirements and a lack of nursing faculty to prepare the future workforce, remain threats to the capacity of the health care system to provide, let alone improve, care. Moreover, they require continued attention and planning now-neither is amenable to short-term solutions or quick fixes. Notably, one particularly prominent current effort, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation's current Initiative on the Future of Nursing, which is being carried out in collaboration with the Institute of Medicine, has framed its tasks around ensuring nursing's capacity to meet the nation's current and future health care needs.
The current state of the nursing job market is unfortunate and frustrating. It is a product not only of the current economic climate, but also of an inability to formulate and implement consistent policy-level strategies for achieving a stable nursing workforce. This current shift in the nursing shortage does not detract from the need for efforts to develop thoughtful, strategic approaches to building nursing workforce capacity-in fact, it underscores their continued importance.
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